Introduction
Islam has been the main theme of film narratives in Indonesia since 1959. The film Titian Serambut Dibelah Tudjuh (literally, A Hair-Width Bridge Divided Sevenfold), directed by Asrul Sani, is an example. The film tells the story 2 of a young teacher, Ibrahim, who is sent to a village to teach Islam. Arriving in the village, Ibrahim is surprised to see Islam has been abandoned by the villagers, who live a degenerate life of gambling, prostitution, and alcoholism. There is an old teacher in the village whom Ibrahim is supposed to help in teaching Islam; however, this old teacher considers Ibrahim's modernized teaching method as a heresy. Moreover, the old teacher's wife falls in love with Ibrahim, who is in love with another woman in the village. Ibrahim gets into trouble when the old teacher's wife defames him. The villagers, agitated by the old teacher, cast Ibrahim out of the village but he manages to stay after a mysterious traveler comes to the village to clear Ibrahim's name.
The film has employed for its title an idiom popular among Muslims in Indonesia. Titian Serambut Dibelah Tudjuh comes from a belief of Indonesian Muslims about a bridge that tests Muslims in the Afterlife. This bridge leads into the Heaven with the flaming hell underneath. If a Muslim is proven sinless on the Judgment Day, the bridge will be an easy walkway for him/her to go through and the Heaven will welcome him/her. If the Muslim is a sinner, then he/she will see the bridge as thin as a human hair divided sevenfold and it is impossible for the sinner to walk on without falling into the hell. This title was used by Asrul Sani as an allegory to the difficult situation faced by Ibrahim to survive.
Titian Serambut Dibelah Tudjuh is a fine example to prove that Islam is the main theme in Indonesian films. In this film Islam was not depicted as a monolithic religion with complex practices and rituals to follow. The filmmaker made truth-claims by contradicting the presumed correct type of teaching ( aliran ) that the film protagonists adhered to and another type of teaching that was believed in by the antagonists. The presentation of this contradiction was important because of at least three reasons.
First, contradiction of one type of Islam to another is depicted to be taking place in specific circumstances, which becomes the context of the film plot. This context, the sociopolitical setting of the films, to some extent, was made to represent the situation of Indonesia in the period when the films were produced. It was very often that this context was an allusion to the current situation, where the filmmakers intend to criticize certain aliran (teachings) or Islamic groups (or in other case, the government 3 ) whose attitude and behaviors were considered to denigrate Islam in general.
Second, the contradictions are portrayed to be originating from the film's protagonist who must deal with Muslim leaders in a particular context. The film protagonists were characterized with certain attitudes and behaviors that can be attributed to Islamic values, and they bring these values as the sources for improvement of community life. However, these protagonists are not easily accepted by the community and instead they are being confronted by the existing Islamic leaders and scholars ( ulama ) because their values and teaching methods are considered as heresy. In this case, two types of adherence to Islamic teachings are confronting each other, in which the filmmakers are taking the protagonists' side.
Third, the contradiction of more than one type of adherence to Islam, on the one hand, resulted in the depiction of flexibility of Islam to live in particular sociopolitical contexts and the irrelevance of just one type of Islamic teaching, on the other hand. One type of piety (usually the conventional and scriptural type of piety where the adherence toward the religion is measured by following the formal
